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      For anyone who has ever stood in the middle of a crowded room and felt utterly alone. You’re a worthy and beautiful soul. Don’t ever forget it.
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          THE SEVEN REALMS OF LIRIEN

        

      

    

    
      The realms and their traits:

      Ederyn

      Background: The ruling realm, Norse/Germanic/Scandanavian inspired.

      Traits: Authority, politics, royal bloodlines.

      Pendara

      Background: Realm of warriors, Anglo-Saxon/Gaelic inspired.

      Traits: Martial prowess, loyalty, fortress cities.

      Volker

      Background: Realm of craftsmen and traders, Russian/Slavic inspired.

      Traits: Metalwork, trade guilds, industrial cities.

      Ambra

      Background: Realm of artists and agriculture, Italian/Greek inspired.

      Traits: Control over nature’s powers, fertile lands.

      Zhi

      Background: Realm of healers and scientists and seafarers, Persian/Asian inspired.

      Traits: Alchemy, medicine, natural science, water.

      Ibarra

      Background: Realm of magic and priests, Spanish/French inspired.

      Traits: Enchantment, spiritual leadership, hidden rites.

      Doba

      Background: Realm of scribes and scholars, African/Arabian inspired.

      Traits: Libraries, script craft, universities.
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      Bloodbinding Rite: A ritual that binds Lirien’s children to their realm’s magic, restricting cross-realm abilities. Ederyn-born peoples are Unbound in their magical skills, but because they do not receive training from Masters, it limits their opportunities to develop.

      The Sealing: A ritual in which elite children from each realm are chosen by the King of Lirien—conferring special powers and true mastery of their realm’s craft/skill, making them Masters.

      The Oath of Bryndis: An ancient soul bond forging a connection by the exchange of blood.

      Hrafn Mark: A divine ‘fingerprint’ marking a mortal as an heir to a dead god’s power.

      The Sealed Council: Elite council of six Bound individuals chosen every twelve years via blood magic to defend the kingdom.

      The Viori: Rebels who oppose the Bloodbinding Rite and Lirien’s oppressive laws. They hide in the Dreadwood and fight to end the monarchy’s tyranny. They are Unbound by birth.

      The Dreadwood Forbidden forest at Pendara’s border, sanctuary for the Viori. Magical creatures lurk within.
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        Two years earlier

      

      

      

      Waking up in Ederyn’s most notorious prison with a splitting headache and an eye so swollen I could barely see was the least of my problems.

      The dungeons had gone silent.

      I peeled myself from the ground wincing, a putrid piece of straw clinging to the scruff of my jaw. The constant, dissonant moans I’d heard all night had vanished.

      He’s here.

      Fuck.

      I combed through my muddled memory, trying to recall a healing spell my childhood nurse had used for scrapes, but the pain in my head clouded my thoughts. Straightening my untucked shirt, I muttered a quick gesture spell to mend a rip in my trousers, then dragged my fingers through my long hair, knotting it at my nape.

      The steel door thundered open.

      My father entered, dressed in full regalia, his face twisted with displeasure. Only he could command such absolute silence in the dungeons.

      A single window provided light, its narrow beam illuminating the swirling dust motes in the early morning sun. He stepped into the glow, the golden hue draping him like a mantle. Love him or hate him, Father was king in every sense of the word, as though the Warrick bloodline had known his destiny from conception.

      “Calix.”

      The low timbre of his voice suggested fury. Father enraged was deadly calm and collected—one of the few traits I admired about him.

      “Collecting me in person, Father? I’m flattered.”

      His steel-blue pupils wreathed with green—identical to my own—narrowed. Unamused. Humor wouldn’t save me today.

      “When my youngest son destroys the most beloved tavern in Suomelin, burns down a city block, and is dragged to prison, a personal call is disappointingly critical.”

      I crossed my arms, straightening. “The tavern owner was keeping an Ibarran woman as a concubine. In a cage.”

      “So, you burned the place down?”

      “No. I rescued her. The fire was … accidental.” My shirtfront, sticky with dried blood, remained plastered against my skin.

      “How so?”

      My throat tightened at the memory of her—beautiful and fragile—clinging to me as I carried her from that filthy enclosure. Then the gasp—the bright burst of crimson as a crossbow bolt embedded itself in her throat.

      “He killed her,” I said hoarsely. “As I took her out. My anger may have … tipped out of my control.”

      To be fair, I hadn’t meant to cause a conflagration.

      On the other hand, I didn’t regret it.

      The footfalls of Father’s fine boots echoed against the stone floor. “And then you killed the man.”

      “Can I help it that he fell into my sword?”

      Father’s gaze hardened. “You are a prince and an heir to the throne, Calix. Executing a citizen—no matter how despicable—without trial is forbidden. Even for you. You are not above the law because you are my son. This on the heels of that disaster on the border of the Dreadwood. ‘Scourge of the Viori’ indeed.”

      I refused to let him bait me into discussing that. And heir? I nearly laughed. Convenient, considering six older brothers had claims before me. “You are the law, Father. You could change it. Or grant me clemency.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      From the spark in his eyes, I was dangerously close to the edge of his patience. “Then I suppose I’ll have to adjust myself to the thought of a shorter funeral pyre.”

      “You dare jest?” His roar fractured the silence, reverberating off the walls.

      I might have pushed him too far this time.

      “You’re lazy and spoiled,” he grated. “The only one of my sons in whom I can find nothing to be proud.”

      I flinched. “Maybe that’s my accomplishment.”

      His sword came free from its sheath with a ringing clang. My sword.

      The guards must have handed it to him. He studied the blade, a family heirloom said to have been forged by fae and carried by the first Ederyn king.

      “You don’t deserve this gift of the gods. Or my name. You’re utterly useless.”

      “The gods died a long time ago.”

      His nostrils flared. My blasphemy infuriated him, and some twisted part of me enjoyed it.

      “You’ve relied on my protection for too long. Every realm I’ve sent you to, you’ve been more trouble than you were worth.” He gestured sharply. “The scribes at Doba wanted me to ban you altogether.”

      “Because I suggested commoners be educated? Literacy is a right, not a privilege.”

      “And the swordsmiths in Volker?”

      “Their prices are impossible for most Liriens. Our people deserve weapons to defend themselves.”

      “The soldiers of Pendara protect them. We do not need an armed populace.” His voice rose. “There is peace in Lirien.”

      I scoffed. “The Viori raids leave the borderlands in ruin. The Unbound poison minds against the Bloodbinding. The children of the Bound realms gather in secret, more than ever⁠—”

      “Enough.” His whisper was more chilling than a shout. “Kneel.”

      “Why?”

      Father sheathed the sword and drew a dagger, its hilt glittering with rubies and emeralds. “You’ve squandered your powers for too long. It’s time you learned discipline … and fealty.”

      As though containing my powers was so easy. I had tried. And I’d failed, despite my efforts. Maybe not my best efforts, but what choice did I have? “There isn’t a Sealed Master who would truly train me, even on your orders.”

      He ignored me. “The tavern keeper’s son and the shop owners demand justice. You went too far. I can’t save you this time.”

      Fear slithered through my chest.

      He was going to execute me.

      I swallowed hard. “And if I demand a trial?”

      “There will be no trial. I sentence you to exile for two years to satisfy those who want your blood. But you will not waste this time away from Ederyn, my son. You’re going to Pendara. This time, no Sealed Master will refuse you.”

      I straightened, towering several inches taller than him. What in Nyxva?

      “Kneel, Calix. You will yield. You will be Sealed as a Pendaran. You must learn fealty to my crown and understand your duty, and why our ways are best, before your rebellious thoughts and ideas of justice take you down a path that excludes you from my protection. Your role requires your head to command your heart, not the other way around.”

      Sealed? Only Bound children were Sealed. Every ten years, each realm selected three of its most promising. To be chosen was the highest honor in Lirien. The Sealed were masters of their realm’s craft. I was a full eleven years older. Twenty-six—and fully aware of the consequences of the Bloodbinding rites and the Sealing.

      I retreated a step. “And if I refuse?”

      The cell door opened, and the head of my father’s royal guard, a beast of a man named Ulf, entered, four more guards at his heels.

      The guards’ hands clamped around my arms like iron bands. I thrashed, but they shoved me to my knees, my shoulders screaming in protest as rough stone scraped my legs. One man sliced my shirt from my back. My hands fisted as two others pinned my ankles.

      My father gripped my jaw. “You do not refuse your king,” he gritted out softly. “This is mercy, Calix. Without it, you’re already dead.”

      “And yet, I still refuse.”

      Pain exploded as his fist connected with my face. Bone splintered. Blood gushed down my lip as his guards held me firmly.

      While I considered myself clever and had powers, my inability to wield them effectively, especially against someone like my father, limited me.

      This battle was already lost.

      “Only the Bound can be Sealed,” I gasped. The guards tightened their hold. “You can’t seal me—I’m not Bound. It could destroy my powers forever.”

      Regret flashed in my father’s face as his thumb brushed my jaw. The touch felt foreign—almost gentle—but it didn’t temper the iron in his eyes. Blood smeared his fingers, and he pulled his hand back, staring at it. His hesitation was palpable.

      Seconds ticked by, and my heartbeat was erratic with fleeting hope. He wouldn’t really do this to his own son … would he?

      For a moment, I thought he might stop.

      “I’m King Magnus Warrick of Lirien. I can seal whomever I want, to whichever realm I want. And if the Sealing binds your other powers forever, so be it.” He rounded behind me as Ulf forced my head down in a vise-like grip.

      I dug my heels into the stone, thrashing. Futile. Their grips were unyielding. The cool press of the blade against my skin sent a shiver of foreboding down my spine.

      My father loomed behind me, whispering incantations in Old Ederyn. The razor-edged blade sliced into my skin, carving symbols between my shoulder blades. Agony radiated through me. The incantation felt alive, heavy with power, each syllable cutting deeper than the blade itself.

      Blood spilled in rivulets over my shoulders, its heat trickling down my sides. The metallic scent clawed at my senses, sharp and suffocating. My jaw clenched, a scream trapped in my throat, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. I focused on the red drops, desperate to steady my breath.

      The Seal burned, alive with magic, etching itself into the flesh between my shoulder blades. I didn’t have to see it to know its shape: crimson and black, intricate as ink, a crossed sword and shield—the symbol of Pendara.

      When he’d finished, my father faced me, wiping my blood from his blade across my chest in an X. The fire searing my back refused to abate, magic sinking into every nerve, leaving me trembling with rage and pain.

      I refused my father’s gaze.

      “You will leave here today and go to Pendara. Present yourself to the warlord in Cairn Hold. For two years, you’ll train alongside their most skilled warriors. Your other powers will be Bound and the name Calix Warrick is forbidden to you. Only when you’ve proven yourself will I remove the Seal. Do you understand?”

      I closed my eyes, my head pounding fiercely. The powerful magic surged through my veins, limiting my speech. The Seal conferred special abilities, honing its recipient’s skills. But the process was excruciating.

      And in my case, it was destroying every other power I possessed.

      The fire that had always simmered at the edge of my veins snuffed out.

      Desolation curled through my core as an integral part of my being was ripped away.

      The Bloodbinding.

      This was what the rite did to every child born outside of Ederyn. On the king’s orders, their gods-given gifts were suppressed, unless those gifts aligned with their realm’s lawful craft.

      Now I knew what it truly meant to be Bound. To have the very essence of who I was smothered, flickering out like a dying flame. This was the fate of every child born beyond Ederyn’s borders.

      And now, it was mine.

      I would never be myself again.

      Humiliation and anger flooded me. My father’s punishment was a stark reminder of why no one—including my brothers—dared disobey him.

      “Yes, Father,” I rasped.

      My father jerked my chin with his fingertips. His gaze softened, the steel in his eyes tempered by something far deeper.

      Is that fear?

      “This is the only way,” he murmured. “You’re my son, but you’re not invincible. Rebellion isn’t strength—it’s ruin. You’re too much like him. That same fire, that same defiance. It ruined my brother and I won’t let it ruin you. Or this kingdom. Fire destroys, Calix.”

      Then he straightened and set my sword at my feet. “When you return, you’ll take your place by my side, in the role I choose for you.”

      I hated my resemblance to him. Hated those green and blue eyes—the golden hair my brothers and I shared. The sharp, strong cheekbones and firm jaw. The wide, Ederyn forehead.

      But he was wrong. I’d never settle for a role chosen for me. Though my other powers were smothered now, I would find a way to reignite them.

      Fire consumes everything in its path. Even chains.

      My path was mine to forge … or burn.
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      Only the strongest survived the Dreadwood—if we didn’t kill them first.

      As the only humans living in the forbidden forest, our task as soldiers was grim. Liriens were a threat to be eliminated. No questions. No exceptions. That was the Viori way.

      I unfastened the rope to the watchtower, tension coiling in my gut. No matter how much I’d prepared myself for this moment, the Viori way suddenly felt less fair.

      Esme watched me with wide, expectant eyes. A leather armor vest hung loosely over her woolen tunic. My sister’s skin paled against the silvery moonlight as I placed the soft rope in her hands. The two long brown braids over each shoulder made her look so young. “I’m right behind you.”

      Esme’s knuckles whitened as she tried to lift herself. Her feet swung, seeking a foothold on the evergreen’s branches, and I fought the temptation to interfere. Months would pass before she climbed a rope properly. This first, struggled climb to the watchtower was part of the process.

      She slipped, her hands skidding against the rope. That will leave rope burn. Spots of color stained her cheeks. “I can’t do it, Seren!”

      “You can do it.” I kept my tone patient. “There aren’t any tasks tonight you can’t do.”

      Esme stomped, then turned back to the rope.

      “Tuck your knees higher to your chest,” I offered.

      “I’d rather climb the branches,” she grumbled.

      That would be easier. Faster. At this rate, we’d spend the first hour of the night shift getting up to the watchtower.

      Many minutes later, after crashing through branches and showering pine needles down at me, she was up.

      I grabbed the rope, locking my feet as I ascended. Eight practiced pulls and I swung over the watchtower’s side.

      My bag slid onto the wooden floor, and I squeezed her shoulder. “You did really well.”

      Her lower lip puckered, and she rubbed sores below her thumbs. “Not as good as you.”

      “I’ve had eight years of practice.” Not to mention I’d been climbing ropes since I was four—an advantage of being my father’s shadow.

      “Sit.” I knelt beside my pack. My mother’s healing potion worked wonders with rope burns. As I dripped some onto her hands, the potent scent of pine stung my nose.

      “Rub it in. With any luck, the sores will heal by our next night shift.”

      Esme sniffled—either from the cold or pain—not meeting my gaze. “I hate this. Why do I even have to be in the stupid Vangar?”

      My sister had just turned fifteen, meaning she was ready for initiation—three years of training before pledging compulsory service in the Vangar, our militia.

      I’d pledged five years earlier, at eighteen. My twin siblings, Tara and Madoc, had pledged two years before me.

      But Esme had never enjoyed traipsing through the forest, preferring instead to follow our mother, snuggle the goats, or tend to the garden. My mother’s Ibarran blood ran strong through Esme. The realm of lovers and magic had no propensity for bloodshed.

      The twins were thoroughly Pendaran, like our father. Of Lirien’s seven realms, Pendara was known for two things: its brutal cold, and deadly soldiers.

      While I hadn’t been built for the Vangar like Tara and took after my mother’s petite frame, I had wanted it more. “The Vangar needs our service.”

      “They don’t need mine.” She sniffled. “Why can’t I just be a cook? I don’t want to kill anyone—I can’t.”

      “The cooks that travel with squadrons do all the hunting, fishing, and butchering. And they learn how to fight.”

      Esme groaned and sank on the floor. “What if I fail?”

      “They’ll still send you on raids—test you. You’ll die if you fail. I’m not going to let that happen.”

      Esme didn’t respond. She stared out into the endless dark of the forest, her small form curled up under the blanket I’d spread. The soft sound of her sniffles broke the silence, twisting a knife in my heart. She shouldn’t be here. She wasn’t ready, no matter what the Viori demanded.

      Papa had wanted Esme to train with Madoc. I’d trained with Tara, so it should have been my brother’s turn. Both Esme and I had protested. We were closer. She still slept beside me when she had nightmares—which was often. Esme feared shadows.

      But maybe I should have let Madoc do this as the weight of my responsibility was enormous.

      “It won’t always be this hard,” I whispered. Actually, it would be harder, but that wasn’t the point. “You’ll get used to pushing yourself. You’re more capable than you think, Es. You’re a Ragnall. We’re good at this.”

      “You say that because you’ve never failed at anything.” Esme curled up, resting her cheek against the fur blanket.

      If she only knew. I’d never mentioned my many training failures, and thankfully, neither had Tara. I chose not to argue. Spending her birthday evening in a watchtower during a bitter night was miserable enough.

      Twirling my fingers, I frosted the tips of the branches above us with icicles that sparkled in the starlight. My ability to manipulate snow and ice mostly felt useless, given that we lived in the cold forest, but Esme had always loved my icy creations.

      “Look.” I nudged her with a smile. “I decorated for your birthday.”

      Esme gave the icicles a halfhearted glance, then rolled onto her side, turning her back to me. “I’m not a kid anymore, remember? That’s why I have to do this. Unless you also have secret fire powers so I can warm up, ice won’t make me feel better.”

      Ouch.

      Would she resent me for training her? It felt possible.

      “You know it’s not me forcing you, right?”

      Esme was quiet. After a few minutes, she whispered, “Do you ever wonder what our lives would have been like in Lirien?”

      My breath caught. That Esme had voiced such a thought was bad enough … but what was worse was that I had wondered.

      What if my siblings hadn’t been twins? If my parents had never left?

      We would have grown up among the wealthy and elite in Ederyn, not shivering in the frigid forest, scrounging for food, learning to be soldiers whether we had the inclination or not.

      I killed the line of thought before it carried me away. “Father would be in prison or dead—executed for a crime he didn’t commit. Tara and Madoc would also be dead. They would have been murdered when their existence was discovered. We wouldn’t exist. But if Father wasn’t executed, neither you nor I would have the powers we were born with. We would have been Bloodbound to Pendara since Father was from there and only allowed to develop warcraft gifts, if we possessed them—which we don’t. And the⁠—”

      “I get it.”

      “Do you though?” I drew my knees up and vanished the icicles with a scowl. “We’ve all shielded you for too long. Maybe it would have been better to tell you about the atrocities I’ve seen Liriens commit against Viori. Learning to defend ourselves—preparing for inevitable war—is survival.”

      Esme curled up tighter. “Or we could all just stop killing each other.”

      If only it was that simple.

      A twig snapped below us.

      I peered over the tower.

      Something—or someone—moved in the shadows.

      The creatures that roamed the forest—and there were many—mostly didn’t scare me. Creatures were manageable.

      Other humans, on the other hand, were terrifying. Especially Lirien soldiers bent on killing as many Viori as possible. They viewed us as rebels, a threat to their tyrannical king. No matter that we’d set up our territory in the wilds of the Dreadwood, forbidden lands they had no use for.

      The musky scent of sweat cut through the forest’s earthy aroma, wrong and foreign. The forest held its breath, shadows thickening like predators watching from the trees, the silence too heavy to be harmless.

      My gaze locked on the forest floor beneath me.

      There. A solid form in the thicket below my post. A Lirien. A Viori would have announced themselves by now.

      My heart sped.

      I turned to Esme, pressing a finger to my lips. She knew better than to make noise now.

      Don’t look, I wanted to tell her.

      Maybe she needs this lesson, though.

      Hurry.

      If the Lirien slipped past me and someone farther into the territory had to handle them, I’d be responsible for the failure. Once they moved far enough from the tree for me to lower myself and remain unseen, I’d have to act.

      I grabbed the rope. “Stay here,” I mouthed.

      Esme gripped my forearm, fear on her face. “Don’t leave me.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Without waiting for her response, I climbed down. Next year, if I made officer, I wouldn’t be assigned posts at the edge of our tribe’s borders. Maybe then I’d finally get all the sap out of my hair.

      I sank onto the forest floor, damp earth swallowing the sound. Tara had devoted a full year to teaching me how to walk soundlessly.

      Crouching low, I searched for the Lirien.

      I held my breath, listening carefully. A few pine needles rained down on me and I winced. Esme.

      How often had Tara seen me as a liability?

      A soft crunch focused my attention.

      The Lirien stood twenty feet away, head cocked. His profile revealed a strong forehead. Wavy, dark hair, like mine, was tied behind his neck with a strap.

      He hadn’t seen me.

      Pulling a dagger, I rose slowly. The Lirien’s reasons for being here didn’t matter—one Lirien could wreak havoc. Failing to intercept them meant murder, rapes, executions, or worse, kidnappings back to Lirien, where even grimmer fates awaited. They viewed us as their enemies as much as we did them.

      I could do this.

      Even with Esme watching.

      Still, I hesitated. She’d have to witness death sooner or later—learn to kill—even if she hated me for it.

      Esme coughed softly.

      The Lirien looked up.

      Dammit!

      I had to act. Now.

      The blade spun through the air, a streak of deadly silver—then stopped, caught cleanly in his gloved hand.

      His eyes snapped to mine.

      What?

      Adrenaline surged as I darted behind the closest tree. My cheek scraped bark, pain bursting across my skin.

      I’d never seen reflexes like that. Had he been expecting me? Watching me? My foolish arrogance stung as I swallowed hard, scrambling for a plan.

      I never should have hesitated. My strength was no match against a man his size.

      I gripped a branch, sharp needles stinging through my glove as I hauled myself up. Swinging my feet toward my hands, I hoisted myself into the tree as the Lirien’s quick footfalls approached me. He lunged from behind the trunk, toward where I’d been moments before.

      I dropped from the branch, slamming into his back with all my weight.

      He thrashed, his grip faltering as I drew another dagger. This close to him, I had the advantage. My blade slashed his throat, his gurgled choke cutting through the silence.

      I let him fall, his body crumpling onto the forest floor in a heap. Blood pooled beneath his twitching body, its sharp tang heavy in the air.

      That was too close. My shoulders heaved as I wiped my dagger on the ground below me, my heart still racing.

      “Impressive,” a deep voice said.

      I froze.

      Another man stepped from the darkness. A sword tip poked between my shoulder blades.

      The chill of the sword at my back seeped into my skin. The muted rustle of leaves broke through a sudden ringing in my ears.

      Godsdammit.

      I was going to die in front of Esme.

      Or worse.

      “You might kill me, but my scream will bring dozens of Vangar.” I turned slowly, unwilling to admit defeat even while the blade hovered inches from my neck. A flick of his wrist would end me.

      This man wasn’t as tall as the first. Still, he had a commanding air. A dark, hooded cloak shadowed his face. The earthy scent of pine and decay mingled with his clove-and-rosemary scent, an unsettling blend.

      “You won’t scream, Seren.” His tone was amused, yet it carried a dark weight that twisted my stomach.

      He knows my name?

      “Then you’re underestimating the lengths I’ll go to see you dead.”

      He tilted his head, studying me like a predator weighing effort against reward. “Oh, I’ve underestimated nothing. The question is: how far will you go to save her?”

      He gestured.

      Another man stood at the base of the tree below my post.

      He held Esme, hand clamped over her mouth. The forest blurred, shadows consuming the pines. All I saw was the blade at her throat, poised to shatter everything I fought to protect.

      Her eyes, wide and shimmering with tears, begged me to do something. Trust lingered in her gaze—fragile, undeserved trust. She thinks I can still save her. Gods, she doesn’t see the failure standing before her.

      All my training, all my promises to protect Esme—useless. I was just a scared girl fighting against a man who knew my greatest weakness.

      “Fuck you,” I gritted, forcing steel into my voice. “She’s only fifteen. Let her go, and I might let you live.” My heart thundered, every beat a reminder of how close I was to losing her. My dagger felt useless, its weight mocking my lack of choices.

      The man tilted his head. “You’re just like him, aren’t you? Sadly, much smaller, though.”

      Like him?

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      He extended a sealed scroll. “Deliver this to your father. Remind him that shadows always follow. That his sins have found him.”

      I went rigid.

      How did he find us?

      “My father?”

      The shadows of his hood were impenetrable.

      “Yes, Seren, daughter of Brogan Ragnall.”

      I didn’t respond. That knowledge meant my entire family was in imminent danger. “Let my sister go,” I managed. “Whatever quarrel you have with my father, she has nothing to do with it.”

      “True, but as you said, she’s just fifteen and much less trouble than you.”

      The hilt of his sword slammed against the side of my head, a sickening crunch reverberating through my skull.

      “Seren!”

      Esme’s scream ripped through the dark, jagged and raw, as the world tilted violently. My vision blurred, the ground rushing up to meet me. Cold. Unyielding. Pain splintered through my skull, but it was nothing compared to the wildfire of helplessness burning inside me.

      I failed her.

      I failed them all.
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      “You’re not going, Seren.” The strain in Father’s voice was unusual, and I almost paused while shoving one of my mother’s old books into my pack.

      I didn’t though—didn’t slow down.

      Wrapping a whetstone in a cloth, I settled on my bedroll. “If you give me that line about this not being a place for women again⁠—”

      “It’s not.” Father sat and set his callused hand on mine. “Trust me. Gods, it’s hardly a trip for men. Liriens will kill any Viori man on sight. But a woman, especially one your size …”

      I glared at him. “Which is precisely why I should go. I’m the one who failed Esme. I live with the sound of her screams in my dreams. Me. And you want me to sit idly and let you pay the price for my failure? That’s bullshit.”

      Haunting sadness pooled in my father’s eyes. “It’s my duty to protect my children.”

      “Then why are you allowing Madoc to go?”

      Across the tent, sitting in front of the small stove, Madoc raised a scarred brow at me. He continued sharpening a knife, his brown-eyed gaze wary. Only Esme had inherited my father’s green eyes. The rest of us had Mother’s dark ones.

      Tara and Mother entered, carrying food stores from the underground cellar. “Is she still at it?” Tara asked, then tossed some longer strands of closely-cropped dark hair from her cheek.

      “Hasn’t shut up yet,” Madoc said flatly. The whetstone rasped against his knife, a grating reminder of the tools he would carry to save Esme—and the tools I wouldn’t.

      This argument had gone on for nearly a month, since Esme had been taken. I knew the man’s name now—Lethos Scalari, an Ederyn spy. He’d captured Esme to force my father into surrender, no doubt aiming for the sizable Lirien bounty on his head.

      How he’d found us … that part terrified me.

      For twenty-five years, the Viori had kept us safe. Despite my parents’ continued love for Ibarra and Pendara, we’d been protected. But now, someone had betrayed us.

      Lethos had found Esme and me with shocking accuracy. The ease with which he and his men had gotten in—and out—of our territory suggested inside help.

      “Even if your father relented, Seren, Lord Haldron has not permitted you to go into Lirien. Only Madoc and your father.” Mother sat on my other side, sympathy on her face. “We all want to help. I’m as desperate as you are to bring Esme home.”

      A guttural growl of frustration left my lips. Viori laws had already delayed our ability to rescue Esme. My father, Madoc, and Tara had gone after her the day she was taken, heading toward the Ibarra border where Lethos claimed to be taking her.

      The Vangar at the border had turned them back. Going into Lirien was forbidden. When my father had tried to go on without permission, they’d arrested him for rebellion—a crime punishable by execution. Only Tara and Madoc’s determination had allowed them to take him back to Emberstone and plead his case before Lord Haldron.

      Whatever debt my father owed Haldron, the price would be high. But Father hadn’t shared the details of his deal.

      “I’m just as angry about it as you are,” Tara said from beside Madoc. “But you don’t hear me arguing. Like it or not, Madoc is stronger and faster than either of us. Especially you. That’s why Father picked him.”

      I stood and glowered at my father. “Father picked him because he has a cock. He’s made that clear enough.”

      Father reached into my pack and removed the spell book I’d just packed. Standing, he held it out. “If you want to help, stay here and study this. You are more than just one thing, Seren. Being Unbound since infancy means you can cultivate this skill, but you’ve focused so much on being a Vangar warrior that you’ve lost sight of your other gifts. Study this, and you’ll be what I need the next time I face a dangerous mission.”

      His words struck like a fist to my chest. My throat tightened, but I refused to let him see how much it stung.

      Even Madoc blew out a low whistle.

      “I haven’t lost sight of anything.” I yanked the book from his hands and shoved it back into my pack. The leather strap bit into my shoulder as I slung it over me.

      I stormed out of the tent before anyone else spoke, anger churning in my gut. What does he know?

      Father had always been affectionate. The days when I might have curled into his arms beside the stove on a brutal winter’s night were long gone, but he doted on us all. He didn’t know how I always took my mother’s spell books, studying Ibarran spellcraft. Maybe I wasn’t as gifted as my mother was, but I could hold my own. With simple spells, anyway.

      The cold autumn air stung my cheeks, the scent of damp leaves and earth sharp in my nose. I tugged my woolen scarf higher, my breath misting in the moonlight.

      Tara had easily resigned herself to Father’s decision. But she commanded her own Vangar squadron now. Maybe she felt needed here.

      Tara also had the advantage of not being weighed down by guilt. I’d brought this upon our family.

      I hurried down the well-worn path through the woods to the Vangar tents, stationed near the border of the tribe’s encampment. My friend Amahle would be in the officers’ barracks, which, like most common areas among our tribe, were just larger tents maintained by the community. Amahle knew me better than anyone, and I desperately needed her advice before I did something rash.

      Soft footsteps approached.

      My heart stumbled at the sight of Seth.

      His jet-back hair shone in the moonlight, the pale skin of his arms bearing fresh tattoos on his well-muscled left forearm. Zhi men tattooed dragon outlines on each arm at fifteen. With each man they killed, another section of the dragon was inked in, symbolizing their growing strength and rank.

      Seth’s dragon was nearly complete.

      The sight unsettled me. Seth’s ascension had been swift and brutal, his ambitions growing faster than the ink could fill.

      Despite looking down on my family’s devotion to their realms, he clung to Zhi traditions. The one dictating he could never marry a woman who wasn’t Zhi most of all.

      Maybe I should have known. But at twenty, it never occurred to me that he’d take my heart in secret while planning to marry my friend, Darya.

      I’d learned of his engagement the same day he married her. He’d spent the previous night with me.

      I did my best to avoid Seth now. My friendship with Darya had suffered, though I didn’t blame her—she’d never known I loved him. Somehow, that made my guilt worse, especially when she noticed the cooling of our friendship. Three years had mostly healed my wounds, but avoiding Seth and Darya was impossible, since he was our Viori tribe’s leader—the waldren, our leader.

      Seth reached me in a few strides. “Going somewhere at this early hour?”

      “I’m free to come and go, aren’t I?”

      He blocked my path. “You know, you could look me in the eye occasionally.”

      “No, thank you.” I moved to step around him.

      He caught my elbow. “Seren, please. I’m worried about you.”

      His grip was firm, his callused fingers rough against my skin. The faint scent of leather and smoke clung to him, a reminder of the nights I’d once spent in his arms.

      I yanked myself free, jutting my chin up as I searched his rugged face. I hated that I still found him attractive—but in a repulsive way, like a food I’d once enjoyed but got sick from. “I’m fine.”

      His full lips twisted. “Your sister was kidnapped, you were attacked, and now your father and brother are leaving the tribe for gods know how long. You’re my responsibility, Seren. You’re part of this tribe, and as its waldren, I⁠—”

      “You don’t care about me, Seth.” My voice was ice. “You made that clear enough.”

      “That’s not true.” He hesitated, searching my gaze. “I know I hurt you. I’ve made mistakes, but I’ve never stopped caring for you. What we had⁠—”

      “What we had was a lie,” I snapped, my anger bubbling to the surface. “It was always about your ambition. Darya’s family had wealth and connections, and that’s all you wanted.”

      He flinched, just barely, and for a moment, I thought I saw regret. Then his expression hardened. “You don’t understand the sacrifices I’ve made for this tribe—for all of us.”

      “Oh, I understand plenty.” My voice turned to steel. “You’ll sacrifice anything—anyone—for power. Don’t pretend it’s for us.”

      His jaw tightened, but he didn’t deny it. “You can hate me all you want but I’ve done more for this tribe than anyone else.”

      “Well, maybe it’s time for a change. Maybe someone else would do your job better. Someone like my father. Or maybe even me.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Only if you feel threatened.”

      The low hoot of an owl reminded me of the early hour—how isolated we were out here on the path. Maybe I was a fool for pushing him, but I would be damned if I let him pretend he cared.

      Seth’s fingers twitched at his side, as if restraining himself. “You have no idea what this job requires.”

      I laughed bitterly. “You think you’re some great savior? You’re a coward, Seth. You betrayed me. You betrayed yourself. And you expect me to respect you for it?”

      His expression darkened, and his fingers curled into a fist before relaxing again. “You should be careful what you say, Seren. As waldren, I can make life very difficult for you. I could make you untouchable—not out of respect, but fear. No man in this tribe would dare defy me. Not for you.”

      The threat hung between us. My heart pounded, but I refused to let him see my fear. I stepped closer, lowering my voice. “Do it, then. Show everyone what kind of man you really are.”

      Something flickered in his eyes—anger, frustration … and something else. Regret, maybe? Or doubt.

      He reached out, as if to touch my cheek, but I slapped his hand away. “Don’t. You don’t get to pretend anymore.”

      His hand dropped, and for a moment, he looked almost vulnerable. Then the mask returned, his expression callous.

      “You’re making a mistake,” he said quietly. “You don’t want me as an enemy, Seren.”

      A cold knot formed in my stomach, but my cheeks burned with anger. I met his gaze, unflinching. “You already are.”

      I hurried away, no longer toward the Vangar barracks, but down a different path—one that would take me as far from him as possible.

      When I was certain he couldn’t see me, I broke into a sprint, running headlong into the darkness.

      My boots pounded against the uneven path, scattering gravel, sending echoes through the forest. The wind stirred the branches overhead, the only sound besides my labored breathing.

      The Viori were supposed to offer freedom for Lirien’s oppressed and desperate. For my parents, it had been the only choice. Lirien law dictated that twins be murdered at birth, thanks to the Rúna that wove all fates. Legends held that the Rúna destined one twin for goodness and the other for evil—but no one knew which was which.

      My parents had chosen exile over watching their children be killed. Free, Unbound, and away from Lirien’s oppression.

      Supposedly.

      Seth had shaken my trust in the Viori, and powerlessness pressed down on me. Esme, my family—there was nothing I could do.

      I peered through the branches at the moon, its silver light spilling across the forest like a distant promise—a reminder of how far Esme was, and how far I’d have to go to bring her back.

      The crisp air sent a shiver through me, but I straightened my shoulders, letting the cold sharpen my resolve.

      I can follow Madoc and Father to the border.

      I’d need to be careful. One misstep, and Father would send me back, or worse, Seth would find me first. I’d pack light—just enough to keep pace without being noticed. A blade, a spell book, and enough food to reach the border. Once there, I’d be on my own, where even the shadows of the forest couldn’t promise safety.

      Either way, I wasn’t staying behind.
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      “Again.” Dalric scowled at me, his sword gleaming under the pale light of the Rookery. Sweat trickled down his brow, catching on the hard line of his jaw.

      I swiped my damp face with my forearm, golden hair sticking to my skin. “You’re exhausted.”

      “Am I?” Dalric grinned, shifting his stance. “Or was I just tiring my opponent, waiting for him to grow overconfident?”

      “Careful, your wit’s sharper than your sword,” I shot back, though I couldn’t stop my lips from twitching into a smile.

      Dalric had a knack for making me second-guess myself. His skill wasn’t just in his swordplay—it was in his ability to outthink and manipulate.

      “Dalric’s right,” Thorne called from the sidelines, arms crossed. His voice carried easily over the din of the training hall. “If you’re aiming to lead your own unit this year, you’d better prove you’ve still got some fight left. Getting a bit old, aren’t you?”

      This line of ribbing wasn’t new. Because of my Seal and my age, I’d trained and lived in the Regulation Barracks since my arrival—despite not being a soldier. Unlike my friends, who commanded units, I’d spent every day of the last two years training with younger candidates.

      Warlord Ellison hadn’t known what to do with me when I’d shown up at his doorstep two years ago with the king’s orders in hand.

      Magnus ceased to be my father that day.

      Ellison was the only one here who knew my identity. Leather bracers concealed my wrists, leading no one to question my lack of a Bloodbinding mark. The Seal visible on my neck convinced them I was Pendaran anyway—as did the speed at which I’d advanced through my training.

      “You hard of hearing now, too?” Thorne said.

      “Hilarious.” I lowered the face shield on my helmet. “Careful, or I’ll leave him to spar with you next.”

      Dalric circled me, his footfalls light on the sparring platform. In the background, the clang of steel and the grunts of soldiers filled the air, mingling with the sharp tang of sweat. I adjusted my grip on my sword, watching for his next move. He was quick—too quick for someone supposedly tired.

      He lunged, a sudden strike aimed at my side. I parried, our blades ringing sharply, but his momentum didn’t slow. A second blow came, then a third.

      “Son of a whore,” I muttered, stepping back. “You have been holding back.”

      Dalric’s teeth flashed in a grin beneath his helmet. “What can I say? I like making you work for it.”

      “Allowing me to win won’t do me any favors at the commander test.”

      “You’re Sealed.” Dalric shrugged. “It’s a foregone conclusion they’re foaming at the mouth to have you as a commander.”

      I lunged and narrowly missed the leather of his vest.

      Dalric spun, light on his feet, his sword slashing past me as I ducked. “You spent too many days at the harvest feasts.” He winked, then called to Thorne, “He’s sluggish. I told you not to take him to the dueling pits.”

      Thorne bit into an apple, watching with mild amusement. “He won me a year’s pay. Best investment I’ve ever made.”

      “Great.” I deflected another blow. My muscles burned, the strain of earlier rounds catching up with me. Dalric pressed his advantage, damn him.

      He lunged again, and I ducked, narrowly avoiding his blade. He had me near the edge of the platform—too close for comfort.

      Then I saw my opening. With a sharp upward slash, I drove him back a step. Before he could recover, I tossed my sword into the air, flipping over him in a single smooth motion. I caught the hilt as it fell, the movement instinctive.

      Dalric laughed, lowering his sword slightly. “Theatrics won’t win you a battle.”

      “No, but they’ll win me this match,” I said, driving a final strike toward his legs. He stumbled back, conceding the point.

      I smirked and bowed. “Victory. Again.”

      Thorne chuckled, tossing his apple core aside. “Cocky bastard. One good night at the pits, and he thinks he’s invincible.”

      Dalric pulled off his helmet, his golden hair plastered to his forehead. “You’re lucky I don’t have the energy to throttle you right now.” He scowled, though humor glinted in his eyes. “I swear, you’re more trouble than you’re worth, Rykr.”

      I removed my own helmet, letting the cool air hit my face. A faint smile tugged at my lips. These moments—however fleeting—made the endless days of training worthwhile.

      “You cursed yourself with all that saving your energy talk,” Thorne said, clapping Dalric on the shoulder. “My father always said, ‘The silent enemy is the most dangerous one.’”

      “That explains your ineffectiveness,” Dalric quipped, setting his sword on the platform. “You never shut up.”

      “Rykr Westhaven!” a deep voice interrupted us. “Warlord Ellison requests you at headquarters.”

      I turned as one of the warlord’s officers approached. Thorne scowled. The Regulation soldiers had about as much patience for the officers as I did—most came from wealthy or noble families whose influence had secured their rank.

      In that way, the Bloodbinding kept the realms balanced. Rich or poor, no one could buy a gods-granted gift. Strong lineages increased the chances of being born with a realm’s craft, but even that guaranteed nothing. The magic imbued into humans at the start of the Fourth Age, when the gods had abandoned direct intervention, was unruly and unpredictable. I’d seen it here—noblemen longing for the powers they hadn’t been born with.

      Which was why I could never tell my friends I was Prince Calix. Or Ederyn.

      They would see me as an interloper who’d manipulated his way into mastering their realm’s craft.

      The warlord’s officer looked coolly between Dalric and me. “Which one of you is Westhaven?”

      “I am.” My lips twitched. “Don’t tell me you think I look like this sorry hagspawn.”

      Dalric laughed. The irony was, we did resemble each other. He could have passed for my brother, which was unusual for a Pendaran. His mother had been Ederyn, though, which explained the looks.

      Thorne, on the other hand, looked every inch a Pendaran warrior—dark hair, intimidatingly broad with massive, well-muscled arms and legs. He also wore a berserker bearskin cloak, regardless of the weather.

      Dalric had suggested drunkenly once that Thorne might even be a shapeshifter.

      The officer inspected us. “You won’t have time to clean yourself up. He’s expecting you in ten minutes.”

      I watched him go, narrowing my eyes.

      Something about him was … off.

      “What’d you do this time?” Dalric asked with a grin.

      I raised a brow. “Who says I did anything?”

      “When was the last time Warlord Ellison called you for a private chat?” Thorne asked Dalric, peering over at me.

      Dalric shrugged. “Never.”

      True enough. Most Regulation soldiers, even unit commanders, never met with the warlord. I, on the other hand, had met with him dozens of times. He probably has news from my father.

      I kept my face neutral. “That’s probably because of your stench.”

      “You sowrutter.” Dalric shook his head. “You’re confusing me with that bear.” He pointed at Thorne.

      We left the din of the Rookery and exchanged our training swords for our personal ones at the entrance. I’d blackened my sword’s hilt when I’d arrived from Ederyn to make it less obvious. A Pendaran with an excellent blade wouldn’t raise suspicion, but a gold-hilted sword would.

      Outside, the brisk air hinted at the coming winter. The leaves had begun changing a month earlier, not that it mattered here in Pendara. Once harvest ended, any lingering warmth would vanish. Pendara, the northwesternmost realm, claimed the icy mountains Ederyn hadn’t wanted.

      After two years here, I understood why Pendaran soldiers made up the bulk of the army. Their realm was devoted to warcraft, and they could outlast nearly all other Liriens in harsh elements. Other realms had soldiers, but only the Askaris of Doba, near the Great Wasteland’s deserts, knew such extremes. Unlike Pendarans, though, most Dobans were peaceful scribes and scholars.

      “Where are you two going?” I asked as Thorne and Dalric flanked me on the path.

      Thorne squinted, amused. “To find out what the hell you did.”

      I smirked and didn’t argue. They wouldn’t be admitted to Warlord Ellison’s quarters anyway. Would Ellison want to discuss my upcoming departure?

      My father had ordered me home in a few weeks. I planned to request command of a Regulation unit. I also expected my father to remove the Seal … though I wasn’t sure I wanted that anymore.

      I had no wish to return to being Prince Calix Warrick.

      The Seal had honed my warcraft powers—I didn’t want to lose them now. Though I missed the other powers I’d possessed before my father gave me the Seal, my training had changed me. No more accidental fires. No more latent simmering at the edge of my veins. No magic I couldn’t control.

      In truth, no magic at all.

      We hurried in silence toward headquarters, following the path that wound near the forest. Regulation soldiers joked that Cairn Hold’s training grounds were so close to the Dreadwood to serve as a buffer between Lirien and the monsters rumored to live there.

      Jokes aside, they weren’t wrong.

      The Dreadwood was for the lawless. Monsters—human and beasts alike—dwelled there. No one who entered came out alive. The forest was forbidden. The fortress at Cairn Hold had been built after the fucking Viori began their raids several hundred years ago, meant to safeguard the Pendaran border.

      Even the soldiers rarely ventured from the path.

      Light filtered through the brilliant gold- and red-leaved trees, dappling onto mosses and twisting vines. Beautiful, really.

      Hardly the nightmare legends spoke of, but I restrained a shudder. The only time I had set foot inside the forest, near Doba’s border, it hadn’t gone well. I didn’t want to remember that now.

      We were halfway to headquarters when the forest went unnaturally quiet.

      The narrow, uneven path skirted the Dreadwood’s edge. Dalric walked slightly ahead. Thorne was at my side. He adjusted his bearskin cloak, the faint jingle of his sword hilt breaking the silence.

      “This feels wrong,” I muttered, scanning the dense undergrowth.

      Thorne glanced at me, his eyes narrowing. “Now you’re paranoid, too? Gods help us.” But his hand drifted to his weapon. He’d sensed it too.

      Dalric slowed. “Quiet.” His voice, sharp and low, cut through the air.

      Ahead, the shadows shifted, wrong and deliberate.

      Four figures emerged from the forest like wraiths, their movements unnaturally smooth. Bone-white masks obscured their faces, each one carved with eerie precision.

      Thorne stiffened. “Viori.”

      Dalric didn’t hesitate. “Yes?” he called, his tone deceptively casual.

      They didn’t answer. Behind us, a faint rustling drew my attention. Two more masked figures stepped onto the path, cutting off our escape.

      We were surrounded.

      The tallest man stepped forward, his voice cold and deliberate. “Calix Warrick?”

      My pulse slowed.

      They’re here for me. I gripped my sword.

      “You’re far from Ederyn, friends.” I kept my gaze down. For anyone really looking for me, my eyes could be a giveaway.

      Dalric’s lips curved, exchanging a look with me. “The royal prince? At your service,” he said with a mock bow.

      The man lifted a crossbow and shot.

      The bolt struck Dalric in the chest, the sickening thud echoing in the stillness.

      “No!” Thorne and I shouted in unison.

      Dalric wavered before his knees buckled, his sword slipping from his hand and clattering to the ground. I lunged forward, catching his shoulders just before he collapsed.

      “Dalric.” His name came out as a whisper. Blood seeped through his shirt, staining the dark leather vest above it. His eyes, wide with shock, locked onto mine as horror seeped through my skin.

      “Never … could keep my mouth shut.” He forced a weak smile, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth.

      “Stay with me.” My voice cracked as I pressed against the wound, desperate to stem the bleeding. “Don’t—don’t talk. Save your strength.”

      Behind us, Thorne’s sword rang against steel. I barely registered the clash of steel, my focus locked on Dalric.

      “I’m sorry,” he rasped. “Should’ve … been more careful.”

      “Don’t you dare apologize.” I choked on the lump rising in my throat. “You’re going to be fine. We’ll get you to the healers and⁠—”

      Rough hands yanked him from my grasp. His body jerked as they dragged him toward the shadows of the forest.

      “Get off of him!” Thorne roared, surging forward. His sword sang, a flash of steel cutting through the air.

      I drew my own weapon, lunging at the nearest man. Pain blossomed at the back of my neck—a sharp, burning sting. My free hand shot up, ripping out the jagged quill of a common whistler. A Viori weapon, which contained a powerful sedative.

      I fought against the disorienting pull as I slashed out with my sword, driving back the nearest attacker.

      “Thorne!” My voice was hoarse, desperate.

      Thorne turned, his amber eyes wild with rage as he struck down one of the men. But it wasn’t enough. More shadows emerged from the forest, closing in.

      The world tilted.

      Thorne fought on, his blade a blur. He cut down one attacker with a ferocious strike, his roar of fury shaking me to my core.

      “They’re taking him!” I shouted, my voice slurred. My legs felt leaden.

      Thorne didn’t answer. He was already moving, strength and fury etched into every arc of his sword. Another masked man fell beneath his blade.

      One attacker slashed at Thorne’s arm, the blow glancing off his armor. He barely flinched, driving his sword through the man’s chest. “Cowards!” he spat, voice raw.

      I stumbled forward, every step a battle against the fog clouding my mind. “Thorne … we can’t …”

      He didn’t stop. He wouldn’t stop. “They’re not taking him!”

      But they were. The forest engulfed Dalric’s captors, his blood leaving a cruel trail.

      Thorne faltered, his breathing ragged. A dart struck him in the shoulder. His knees buckled, but he snarled, ripping the quill free and forcing himself upright.

      “Thorne …” I whispered, my vision darkening. The forest around me spun, dark and hazy. I couldn’t lose him. Not Dalric. Not Thorne.

      He turned, his amber eyes blazing. “Get up, Rykr. You don’t get to quit.”

      My legs gave out, the earth rushing up to meet me. Thorne’s defiant roar echoed as I fell, his blade swinging in one last desperate strike.

      The remaining men who’d attacked us barreled past, charging behind their companions without another glance at us.

      Stumbling, Thorne and I chased them, crashing into the thick brush.

      Sluggishness spread like warm wine through my veins.

      “How in Nyxva did the Viori get into Cairn Hold?” I managed to ask Thorne. I sounded clumsier than I’d intended, my tongue thick.

      I had to keep going. If the Viori believed Dalric was Calix, they’d kill him—or worse, use him as leverage. Because of me. Because I let this happen.

      Summoning whatever strength I had, I swung my sword, slicing through the tangled brush.

      I had to save Dalric.

      Fuck.

      I couldn’t even see him anymore.

      My lungs burned. Sweat dripped down my face, heat searing through me like a fever.

      Thorne was gone too.

      He must be suffering the same effects. I had no idea how long we’d been separated, or how long I’d been running.

      My numb legs gave out as I stumbled into the overgrowth, thorns snagging my clothes and skin. I collapsed, thudding against the hard earth.

      Dirt and leaves pressed against my face, but my body refused to move.

      The forest swallowed me whole.

      Silence.
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      Something hunted me.

      Close to the border with Pendara, the forest grew wild and unyielding. The terrain, rugged and tangled with dense undergrowth, formed a natural border between the Viori and Lirien—one we kept that way on purpose.

      But the forest didn’t just belong to us. Ancient predators had roamed these woods long before the Viori arrived. Most had retreated deeper when we claimed the land, but here, near the border, their territory remained.

      Whatever stalked me now was one of them.

      The fire I’d built to cook a rabbit crackled faintly, its warmth fleeting against the chilly morning air. I kicked dirt over the embers, extinguishing the glow. The birds had fallen silent, the ever-present hum of crickets gone.

      In the forest, silence was a bad omen.

      I packed quickly, marking my place in my spell book with a leaf. Love spells and curses—useless. My mother had sworn they were important, but I wouldn’t waste time reading them twice. My memory retained anything I’d read, whether I wanted to or not.

      The unseen presence crept closer, the seconds stretching taut with dread. My grip tightened on the dagger at my side as I stepped away from the thick pine I’d sheltered under for the night.

      I scanned the woods, muscles coiled, ready to run. The colorful leaves sparkled with rime beneath the pale sunlight, fleeting beauty in a world that didn’t allow for stillness. Not here. Not now.

      I’d been tracking Madoc for a week, his trail growing colder with each step. I hadn’t expected him and my father to separate when I’d tried to follow. Madoc had been easier to track, but all signs of him had vanished near the fortress of Cairn Hold in Pendara. Now I was too close to the border, too exposed, and too alone. No sign of him. No sign he’d return this way.

      Maybe it was time to stop waiting.

      Maybe it’s time to give up.

      The thought came unbidden, shame curling in its wake. My food stores had dwindled, and though I could hunt, water was harder to find this far out. I needed to move—to get closer to Viori territory, where I’d be safer. Where this hunter might think twice before stalking me.

      But if I moved, I might miss Madoc.

      The forest went still again, the unnatural hush pressing in. The hunter was close enough that I could almost hear its breath.

      The frost crunched softly underfoot, and I winced. No sound escaped this oppressive quiet, not with something lurking so near.

      I wasn’t easy prey. It would learn that soon enough.

      Mid-step, I froze, the hair on the back of my neck prickling.

      Crouched ahead in the frost-covered undergrowth—a man.

      I gripped my dagger’s hilt, instinctively dropping into a defensive stance. His broad shoulders hunched, his attention fixed on something in the distance. The remnants of a tattered shirt clung to his muscular frame, stained dark with blood. Dirt streaked his arms, but the faint gleam of a tattoo beneath a sheathed sword on his back caught the light—crimson and black winding down the back of his neck, the unmistakable symbol of Pendara.

      Curpiss.

      I couldn’t see the full mark, but I knew its shape.

      Father bore it too.

      A Sealed Pendaran soldier. What in the gods’ name is he doing here?

      The thought barely formed before he moved.

      He surged to his feet in a blur of motion, turned, and then barreled toward me. I stumbled back, lifting my dagger, but before I could react, his arms were around me, his momentum slamming us both to the ground.

      The impact drove the breath from my lungs. His forearms cushioned the worst of the fall, but his weight crushed me, pinning my dagger uselessly at my side. I thrashed, snarling, but his strength was overwhelming, his grip unyielding.

      “Get off of me!” I hissed, twisting against him.

      His hand clamped my mouth—large, rough, callused at the ridges where his fingers met his palm, the kind that had seen years of training. The arm around my torso held me taut. A sheen of coarse blond hair, streaked with blood and mud, covered his hardened, well-muscled forearm.

      His deep voice was low, urgent.

      “Keep still,” he said, the command sharp and clipped. “If you want to live.”

      My pulse thundered in my ears, but his words gave me pause. I stilled, my senses sharpening. That’s when I heard it—the low, guttural growl that sent ice down my spine.

      He pointed and I followed his gaze.

      What in Nyxva?

      An enormous wolf-like creature emerged from the shadows, its hulking form blending with the forest as though made of darkness itself.

      A vuk.

      Silver eyes gleaming, fangs bared, globs of saliva dripping from its maw. A ridge of sharp spines jutted along its back like a dragon, rising with each step, but thick black fur had concealed it against the tree line. The air thickened around it, oppressive and cold.

      The man’s grip tightened. “Don’t move.”

      As if I didn’t know that already. But the predator wasn’t looking at him, it was looking at me. The silver eyes locked onto mine, a deep growl rumbling from its throat. My muscles tensed, every instinct screaming to fight, to run.

      Instead, I breathed, forcing my racing heart to steady. Gripping his forearm with one hand, I planted my boot against the trunk of the tree behind me. Then I moved.

      With a sharp shove, I kicked off the tree and twisted midair, driving both boots into his head. His grip slackened just enough for me to wrench free, and I rolled clear, my dagger glinting as I rose to face him.

      The man staggered upright, blood dripping from a fresh gash on his temple. His expression wavered between frustration and disbelief.

      “You’re insane,” he muttered.

      “No
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